Australian Environment Forum by unknown
ies," says Zinaman. "There is absolutely
some light ahead in this field." However,
there is still no mandate that new drugs
and materials be tested for estrogenic/
androgenic activities.
At the conference, Mt. Sinai School of
Medicine epidemiologist Maureen Hatch
pointed to studies that raise infertility
issues, including a 1994 Dutch study that
implicated farm pesticide exposure and a
1992 Italian study that correlated exposure
to high heat with a higher incidence of
childlessness and self-reported difficulty in
conceiving among ceramic oven operators.
Hatch's own unreported research found
thatjob stress and strenuous physical activ-
ity among 100 nurses has generally led to
longer menstrual cycles ofbetween 33 and
52 days, although a connection to fertility
hasn't yet been made. Hatch trusts that
such research will be continued and
expanded. "The issue is definitely catching
on," she says. "With so many people wait-
ing so long to have children, and this nar-
rowing the window of opportunity, they
are looking for valid reasons for infertility
other than age."
Australian Forum
Australia's health professionals, academic
scientists, and health and environmental
interest groups were recently urged to
become more involved in environmental
issues. In his address to the Australian
Medical Association first national forum,
Our Health, Our Environment-A
National Stocktake, recently appointed
AMA Federal President David Weedon
called for the medical profession to serve as
lobbyists to government on environmental
issues, particularly global issues such as
ozone depletion, global warming, sustain-
able biodiversity, and the use of toxic
industrial, agricultural, and domestic
chemicals. Pesticides, with their potential
for suppression of the immune system,
were targeted forparticular attention.
The summit was a new direction for
the AMA, which historically has main-
tained a low profile in the environmental
debate. The summit was seen as reposi-
tioning the medical agenda away from a
curative to a preventive, stance. This
would help change Australians way of
thinking about their environment,
Weedon said.
The "greening" of the AMA's agenda
with its strong focus on global issues would
help to minimize adverse environmental
impacts inAustralia, said summit speakers.
For example, while there have not been
any major outbreaks of Australian
encephalitis in the 1990s, the recent diag-
New developments down under. A recent national forum in Australia examined the impact of environ-
mental issues such as global warming, ozone depletion, and hazardous chemicals on human health.
nosis, for the first time, of Japanese
encephalitis in the indigenous people of
Northern Queensland and the 1992-1993
epidemic of Ross River fever in South
Australia emphasized the potential for new
outbreaks ofvectorborne diseases such as
malariaand dengue.
The meeting focused on impacts ofthe
environment on public health in Australia
including lead pollution, ozone depletion,
global warming, noise, air and water auali-
ty degradation, the inappropriate use of
chemicals, and medical and hazardous
waste management. Weedon particularly
emphasized the potential impacts ofozone
depletion in Australia, such as increased
incidences of cataracts and skin cancers
(140,000 cases per year) adding to the
already high national incidence of these
conditions.
The summit was opened bythe Federal
Environment Minister, Senator John
Faulkner, and attended by about 170 par-
ticipants induding parliamentarians, lead-
ers from all levels ofgovernment, industry,
unions, environmental groups, professional
medical bodies, and experts in environ-
mental health. Faulkner warned that stres-
sors on the environment were already com-
promising public health.
A number of national strategies are
being developed in partnership with the
states and local governments to address
environmental health issues. A first nation-
al state of the environment report is
expected to be available in early 1996 and
will provide the necessary benchmarks to
measure future progress. There have
already been some successes. For example,
through round table talks with stakehold-
ers and extensive education campaigns, the
lead task force has raised public awareness
ofthe risks to sensitive populations, partic-
ularly children. The task force's "lead in
petrol" initiative has resulted in more than
halfa million drivers switching to unleaded
fuel within two years. A new phase ofpub-
lic education launched in November and
developed in cooperation with state health
agencies has targeted possible exposure
from old and deteriorating lead-containing
paint.
Degradation of the urban air environ-
ment is a key government priority
addressed by the National Air Quality
Management Strategy, which is modeled
on the National Lead Abatement Task
Force that was created by former Environ-
ment Minister Ros Kelly. Respirable par-
ticulates and photochemical smog will be
the immediate targets ofthis program.
Patricia Caswell, former executive
director of the Australian Conservation
Foundation (ACF), focused on the need
for communityempowerment. Manycom-
munities, particularly those associated with
the cotton industry and smelting, lack
information and legal rights, according to
Caswell. She described the Newcastle sub-
urb ofBoolaroo, a town adjacent to a lead
smelter where about 85% of children had
blood lead levels higher than 10 micro-
grams per deciliter (jig/dl), with peak val-
ues approaching 40 pg/dl-4 times the
acceptable limit. In this suburb, soil sam-
ples contained up to 21,000 parts per mil-
lion (ppm) oflead, and over 30% ofsam-
ples taken exceeded 1000 ppm lead.
Caswell's comments were expanded by
Theresa Gordon of the "No Lead Group"
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Gronpeace Apology
In a September alo to Roya Dutch Shell, Greenpeace International admitted it
may have gone overbiartdwen it came to estimating the amount ofpotentially haz-
ardous petoleum that would have been released by ocean disposal ofthe company's
Brent Spar oili rig e environmental group had used tactics such as mounting the
rig durin its wng to a dumping site in the Outer Hebrides off the coast of
Scotlad andprovoking an inte boycott ofShellgasoline to force the compa-
y to abandon plans to dispose ofthe rig at sea, saying that doing so would be very
haadost theevrnet
Green orginal estimated that sinking the oil rigwould release 5,500 met-
rc tons o minto the ocean ecosystems. In his written apology, Greenpeace
Eeui iet Lord Peter Melchett said that that figure was simply wrong. The
erneous estimat was basd on an improperly conducted storage tank sample,
ccording Melcett.Greenpeace did notoffer arevised estimate.
l ga in to politl and economic pressure in June and changed its plan to
dup the rig which had been approved by Great Britain, to a plan for on-land
decommissioning. The company-will conduct an environmental impact study on
mea of dispos ofthe rigbefremaking adec;sion about its final fate.
in Boolaroo, who said that lead exposures
in her area of Broken Hill and in other
smelting towns created second-class citi-
zens.
An AMA/ACF/Greenpeace coalition
will raise the profile of environmental
health. Within the political arena, the
coalition will target community "right to
know" issues, including a National
Pollutant Inventory. Caswell said that
prior to establishment of the coalition,
"There was a lack ofgovernment commit-
ment to address accelerating environmental
degradation and a vacuum in public policy
development to address long-term environ-
mental degradation, particularly water
resources and population issues."
The coalition, which toured "chemical
hot spots," including cotton growing areas
where pesticide use is heavy in New South
Wales and contaminated land sites in
Melbourne, Victoria, before the summit,
endorsed the need for a national health
effects reporting system for chemicals. The
register would include agricultural, indus-
trial, and household chemicals and, using
coalition established criteria, would docu-
ment instances where doctors believed
patients had suffered adverse effects from
exposures. Weedon said, "We are con-
cerned that there are medical effects from
exposures to chemicals following improper
use and occupational or accidental expo-
sures." The Australian Council of Trade
Unions (ACTU) recently completed a
study that indicates that chemical expo-
sures are a major cause of workplace
injuries (an estimated 2,200 deaths per
year).
Senator John Coulter, a research scien-
tist and environment spokesperson for the
Australian Democratic Party, focused on
degradation of national water resources,
particularly overuse for irrigation, which
has resulted in extensive salination ofsome
of Australia's best agricultural land.
"Australia has the unenviable reputation of
the world's largest outbreak of blue-green
algae in the Murray River system in 1993,"
Coulter said
John Donovan, principal medical advi-
sor to the Australian Institute of Health
and Welfare in Canberra, provided a sum-
mary of the results from the National
Children's Blood Lead Survey. According
to Donovan, more than 93% of the chil-
dren sampled between April and June
1995 had blood lead levels lower than the
National Health and Medical Research
Council target for all children (below 10
pg/dl by 1998). Donovan also indicated
that for the remaining 7% of children,
ambient air pollution and lead paint in
housing could not adequately account for
the observed levels. There was a strong cor-
relation between blood lead levels and lev-
els of household dust in homes of these
children, with dustier homes associated
with elevated blood lead values. Other sig-
nificant correlations existed with child-
hood pica (hand-to-mouth behavior) and
parental smoking in the home.
The Australian Capital Territory
Government Environment Minister, Gary
Humphries, identified arsenic as a new
urban problem. Canberra, the national
capital that was built on sheep country in
1901, has recently discovered old animal
dip sites in residential areas. "The problem
is much more than the physiological health
of the residents," said Humphries, "the
issue is clearly an emotive one and goes
right to the heart ofthe community's per-
ceptions of risk." Humphries stressed the
need to maintain community involvement
through information campaigns and close
consultation and participation in the man-
agement ofthe remediation.
Erin Jackson, head of Greenpeace's
Climate Impacts Unit, spoke of the
increasing international concern that the
long-term impacts ofclimate change repre-
sent one of the greatest challenges for
humanity. Increased frequency, severity,
and wider distribution of crop losses,
spread ofinfectious diseases into new envi-
ronments, heat waves, and flooding from
rising sea levels will bring a generation of
"environmental refugees," Jackson said.
The next major environmental health
gathering in Australia will take place at the
Intergovernmental Forum on Chemical
Safety in Canberra on 3-8 March 1995.
Carbon Monoxide-Heart
Failure Link
Every year, hospitals in the United States
admit roughly a million patients with con-
gestive heart failure, a condition in which
the heart pumps less blood than normal.
Researchers now think tens ofthousands of
these admissions may be linked to carbon
monoxide (CO) in the air.
A study in the October issue of the
American Journal ofPublic Health reports
that increases in outdoor CO may cause
shortness ofbreath in people with conges-
tive heart failure, sending them to the hos-
pital. "Across the country, with each day
that showed an increase in carbon monox-
ide, we saw an increase in hospital admis-
sions," says lead author Robert D. Morris,
an epidemiologist at the Medical College
of Wisconsin in Milwaukee. "The consis-
tency was striking."
Carbon monoxide, a common air pol-
lutant, results from burning hydrocarbon-
based fuels. According to the EPA, motor
vehicles generate over 90% of urban CO
pollution. Car tailpipes emit the gas direct-
ly into the air. Other CO sources include
factory emissions, gas stoves, and tobacco
smoke.
Carbon monoxide presumably aggra-
vates heart disease by binding to hemoglo-
bin, thereby hindering oxygen transport
through the blood. "In particular, carbon
monoxide appears to affect congestive
heart failure patients who also have lung
disease," says Morris. In the study, 15% of
hospitalized patients had both lung and
heart disease. Nationwide, an estimated 3
million people, most over the age of 65,
suffer from congestive heart failure.
The study is one ofthe first to explore
outdoor the effect ofCO on heart disease.
Morris and colleagues compared Medicare
data on heart failure hospitalizations with
air pollution readings collected by the EPA
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